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	Supernatural: Universals

_It was five years ago that I learned what the world really was._

_My sister and I were sitting on the front steps of our grandpa's house, eating cherry and lime popsicles as the evening progressed into the night. It was summer in Southern Utah; didn't matter how late it was because it was always hot enough to enjoy ice. The pavement let up a baked smell, toasting the air, the neighbors' sprinklers ch-ch-ch-ing and the sky was dark gray, full of black, sharp-relief clouds. My sister said something that made us both start laughing, I can't remember what. But I remember her hair getting stuck to her sticky mouth, her teeth stained slightly pink from the popsicle._

_While we were laughing, my sister turned to look at something on the street over my shoulder, and her eyes went as stark white as her sundress, shining out in the dark. She was frozen with her popsicle still on her lips. I remember reaching out to touch her arm, asking if she was alright, asking what was wrong with her eyes. She ignored me completely, bright red juice running from her mouth, down the popsicle stick and to her fingers, dripping into her lap._

_I looked over. A man was standing on the other side of the fence, completely hidden in shadow even though the porch light should've illuminated him. He was a black form, his hands in the pockets of his shadowed coat, his indistinguishable face turned right at me, looking at me with unseen eyes._

_I stood up defensively and yelled at him to go away, trying to take my sister's arm and lead her into the house._

_He and my sister didn't move._

_I yelled some more, this time with stronger language, and the next thing I knew, I was thrown through the front door. I screamed as the door splintered and I slammed into the floor of the hallway, where I lay, winded, for far too long. By the time I struggled to my feet, dizzy and limping, my sister was gone. The shadow was gone. Only her popsicle on the sidewalk. _

_For twenty-four hours, I had no idea what had happened to my sister. The police thought I'd flipped a lid, popped a lightbulb, whatever you want to call it. My grandpa tried to believe me that the guy had Jedi powers, but who would? I wouldn't if I hadn't seen it. But I never once thought that I'd gone crazy. I believed what I saw and I knew the guy had some kind of magic mojo, because I knew my sister. My sister would've fought. _

_A tall stranger came by the house late the next night, asking my grandpa and me all these weird questions about what I saw and about our family history, things the police hadn't asked. When he left my grandparent's house, I stalked him. I followed him on my bicycle to a deserted water tower way outside of town, intending to call the police as soon as I knew my sister was there._

_But when I heard the unearthly roars and screams, saw the red eyes and superhuman strength that the stranger was up against, I forgot that I even had a cell phone in my hand. I glimpsed my sister laying crumpled in the debris at the demon's feet, and dove through flying sand and ragged metal pieces to reach her, covering her limp body with my own. I watched, horrified, as the stranger fought and eventually banished the nightmare I'd later come to realize was a demon from hell._

_And my life became what it is now; a never-ending hunt in a world of deranged creatures that kidnap and hurt and murder innocent people. Some of these creatures are in need of a beat down. But some of them are hurt themselves and just need a hand moving on. _

_Like the stranger that'd helped my sister, I'm a hunter, but that's not the point. _

_I help. Period._

_That is the point._

* * *

><p>NOW<p>

ARCHON, IDAHO

* * *

><p>The stars were hidden behind a cloud covered sky outside the small town, the air deathly still, stifled and breathless. Headlights swung around and illuminated a dilapidated old barn as a retro Plymouth Valiant pulled off the interstate, headed straight for the building. A wailing, instrumental strain from Led Zeppelin's "Dazed and Confused" blasted from the windows of the car, lending an eerie hand to the atmosphere, as the car pulled up in front of the barn. It idled in the hot air for a moment before the engine died, the headlights and the music cutting off.<p>

Silence reigned for a minute. Then the driver's side door swung open with a loud groan and a young woman stepped out, staring at the barn before turning her head to scan the entire area. Her slanted dark eyes and pale skin showed her obvious Asian heritage, all of her features rounded out, especially in the line of her jaw and the flow of her hips. She wore her long, jet black hair in a high, messy ponytail, strands of it plastered to her forehead and the back of her neck in the sticky heat. A lightweight long-sleeved grey t-shirt showed her perspiration under the back of her neck, and her jeans and shoes showed signs of wear and tear.

With one hand on the necklace sitting under her clavicle and the other holding a heavy duty flashlight, the young woman stepped away from her car and faced the barn once again, narrowing her eyes as she elbowed the car door shut.

There wasn't a barn door anymore; the hinges had rusted away and the door had been taken somewhere she couldn't see. Stepping silently, the woman swept her flashlight beam through the dark interior of the barn, her lips parted slightly. Then, with a light shiver through her shoulders that was completely at odds with the steamy climate, she began searching the dank-smelling stalls, kicking up the rotten hay and upending rusted-through tin pales.

"Come on," she mumbled to herself impatiently. "Gotta be here somewhere..."

As if in answer, her flashlight passed over a knot of hay and black leather, catching her eye. "Gotcha..." She walked over to the corner of the stall and toed it over with her sneaker before bending down to pick at the leather scraps. As she straightened, she pulled it up and the hay fell open to reveal a harness with a red-rusted metal bit. At least, it _looked_ like rust. She poked at it gingerly, and her finger came away stained with blood. The horse that had been wearing this last had chewed so hard on the bit, it'd started to bleed.

"Ugh, gross..." the woman's face twisted as she wiped her hand on her jeans, the flashlight beam dancing wildly on the stall walls.

Something large moved behind her, breathing so heavily on her that her hair moved around her face.

Slowly, she turned, still holding the harness between her thumb and forefinger.

The horse was gigantic, its shoulders filling the entire space of the stall door, its head larger than her torso. Its hide was an unnatural gossamer black, its jittery hooves as big as pumpkins. It had its head turned just enough for it to see her clearly in one, crazy, rolling eye. Its muzzle was foamy and dripping red, and its ears were laid flat against its skull. Honestly, it looked ready to kill.

"Hey," the woman said, smiling carefully and holding out her hands. "Hey there, boy..." Her eyes flicked around the stall, searching for an escape route.

The horse tossed its head and snorted angrily, its hooves clipping hard on the dust.

"Or girl," the woman amended, making a face as she shrugged. "Whichever."

Without warning, the horse suddenly surged into the stall, screaming.

The woman sidestepped, but was still thrown through the flimsy, age-eaten wall onto the floor in the middle of the barn, where she lay groaning and writhing for longer than was advisable.

The giant horse spun in the too-small stall as it searched for her, itching to charge, knocking down boards and decades worth of dust, shaking the entire barn's structure, or so it seemed.

The woman clutched her flashlight and leaned up to her hands and knees, her eyes searching the ground for something; she turned to look over her shoulder just as the horse escaped the tiny stall, sending splinters flying everywhere, and she spied the bloodied harness on the ground inside the stall under the horse's hooves.

With a scream, the horse jittered toward her, too close to come at a full run.

The woman jumped to her feet, flashing her light into the horse's face, and brandished a large, wide hunting knife that seemed to be made of two different metals, one edge of the blade a darker gray and the other pure silver.

The horse dodged. It lunged away from her, sparks scraping up from its hooves, and it danced around the barn wildly, bucking and kicking until it came to rest facing her, standing stock-still, huffing loudly.

"That's right," the woman said as she waved the knife, still shining her flashlight on the horse's flanks. "You know what this does, don't you?"

The horse didn't move a muscle other than its sides heaving in and out, its eyes full of crazy, red-orange light.

"Come on, now," the woman cooed as she took a step to the side, shifting her weight on the balls of her feet anxiously when the horse snorted at her. "I'm not the bad guy here... I mean, I get it. You were just..." She took one more step, pulling a hay-tangled strand of hair out of her mouth, her flashlight swinging wildly. "You were just minding your own business, eating some hay or getting it on with some handsome stallion... _literally..."_ She made a face as if she were feeling ridiculous and shook her head, taking another sideways step. "Then out of nowhere, your boss starts chanting and slicing and he's holding you down...you didn't deserve that..."

A frighteningly loud bang shot through the barn and a cloud of splinters showered down from the hayloft, making the woman duck and cover her head as the horse screamed and reared away, its hooves flailing.

The unmistakable sound of a round clicking into a shotgun chamber had the woman raising her head.

"YOU LEAVE MA HORSE ALONE!" said a sturdy old rancher as he leveled his gun at her.

She barely had time to yell "Holy _shit!" _before the shotgun went off again and she had to throw herself out of the way. The stall behind her suddenly had an extra doorway. Without a backward glance, she ran behind the closest wall she saw and crouched, clutching her knife in front of her face.

The horse was going berserk, but didn't seem able to run off, even considering the wide open doors. It stamped and bucked and reared, destroying everything within reach. But no matter what it did, it stayed clear of the rancher as he reloaded his gun.

"She's mine, ya hear!?" he finished as he cocked his gun with an ominous click.

The woman let her head bang against the wall beside her, her face momentarily full of grief, and muttered, "God, I hate people."

As her head straightened, her eyes caught on the harness in the stall across from the one she was in. It was maybe ten feet in the open before she could get it. Two, three seconds for the rancher to aim and shoot, and he already knew where she'd be coming from.

"YEH CAN'T HAVE HER!" the rancher shouted, and blasted out the wall above where she was sitting.

Swearing in a most unladylike manner, the woman shook her head so that the wood and hay would fall out of her hair. "Hey, calm down! I'm not here for your horse!" she yelled, adrenaline making her pant.

"What are you doing here then?" the rancher asked, not sounding convinced, his gun cocking once again. He shot out the wall directly behind her, where she'd been sitting when she yelled.

He would have to reload again.

Ears ringing, the woman launched herself out and into the other stall, scooping up the bloody harness. Saliva oozed from the harness over her hand as she huddled in the stall, wondering how she was going to get out of there.

The horse flailed around outside her hiding place, kicking in a support beam so that the hayloft began to groan and sag dangerously.

The rancher finished reloading and rejoined the shotgun, pressing it to his shoulder and searching out the damaged barn, never worried about the horse's rage as it tornadoed around him.

"Sir!" the woman yelled from the stall, completely hidden from his sight. "I don't think you understand what you're doing here!"

"Of course I know what I'm doing!" the rancher called back as he lined up his gun with the direction of her voice. "I'm protecting my property! It's my right to keep her!" His expression showed determined murder as his fingers tightened on the trigger...

"HEY!"

The rancher turned, startled, and the gun blasted through a wall to the right, but he wasn't quick enough to stop the newcomer from knocking him down, ripping the shotgun from his hands. Twisting on the ground to face his attacker, the rancher froze, gaping at the Asian woman he'd been shooting at, bewildered as she aimed his own gun down at him. "Don't move," she commanded with an uncomfortable grimace. She struggled to cock the gun, looking down at her hands before she could manage it.

"How..." he started.

But then the deranged horse kicked in another support beam and half of the hayloft collapsed down toward them both, the wood screaming and groaning. Wreckage cascaded down, filling the air with grey-white dust and splinters and hay. The horse didn't calm down and it didn't run away, going insane as if it were being tortured, trapped with invisible steel walls instead of these flimsy wooden things.

Coughing, the rancher uncovered himself, shaking the dirt from his shoulders, his lip bleeding unnaturally red in his dust-powdered face. He easily found where the woman was pinned under a part of the old hayloft, the heavy wood pressing down on her arm despite her efforts to free herself. Sighing heavily, the rancher bent and picked up the shotgun, easily swinging it up to his shoulder and held the barrel straight at her.

"You can't have her," he said, matter of fact, shaking his head, pitying her foolishness.

Suddenly, two slim, feminine hands appeared on either side of his head and a blood-covered harness snapped across his face, the bit fitting into his mouth with a struggle.

The rancher howled around the twisted metal, dropping the shotgun and scrambling to pull the harness from his face. His own saliva coated the bit as he screamed and thrashed, but the harness stayed in place.

Then he choked. His limp body fell to the ground.

The Asian woman stood over him for a moment, her hands covered in the saliva and blood from the harness, staring, then hurried to where an exact replica of herself was still struggling to wiggle free of the hayloft debris. "Vi! You ok?" she crouched down, examining her twin with panic in her eyes.

"Yeah, I'm just _dandy_, Liv," Vi said sarcastically, groaning.

Liv placed her hands under the heavy beam that had Vi's shoulder pinned and counted to three, then the both of them managed to lift the beam just enough for Vi to slide out and away.

Dusting off her hands, Liv helped Vi get onto her feet, saying, "What are you doing here, Vi?"

"I followed the rancher dude here..." Vi hissed as she rotated her shoulder, experimenting with it before laying her arm against her side and holding it there with her other hand. "And aren't you glad I did." She smirked.

"No, I mean _how? _Please tell me you didn't steal a car..."

Vi rolled her eyes.

"You could've been arrested. Or killed..." Liv said disapprovingly, snapping her hunting knife into the sheath on her thigh.

Vi blanched, still holding her shoulder. "I just saved your ass! The least you could do is thank me!"

Liv made an angry face as she snatched up the shotgun from the floor, "You can't handle this stuff, Vi! Look at you! Why'd you think I sent you to the ranch house instead of having you come here with me? You are always getting hurt..."

"It's not my fault the hayloft cut in on my dance with the psycho horse trainer, Liv!"

Liv clenched her jaw, frowning at her sister, who frowned back with the same face.

Suddenly realizing the lack of background noise, both women turned their heads.

The black horse stood, panting, staring at the prone rancher with its ears pricked forward. It wasn't gigantic anymore, and its coat was no longer glossy. Its eyes were back to a natural brown, still intelligent and fearful, but no longer mad. It looked at them for a second, before returning its stare on its unconscious, maybe dead, owner.

Liv touched Vi's good shoulder, gesturing to the moonlit door, "Let's go."

Giving the horse one more look, the filthy, bruised sisters left the old barn and returned to the Valiant. Liv slid back into the driver's seat and Vi into the passenger's, where they sat staring at the barn for a few quiet moments.

"Thanks for saving my ass, Viola," Liv finally conceded.

Vi turned her head and examined Liv's face.

Liv didn't look at her as she started the car and turned on the headlights, upping the volume as "What's Up?" by 4 Non-Blondes began to croon and bump through the speakers.

"No problem, Olivia," Vi smiled, adjusting her hold on her shoulder.

The Valiant's tires spun a bit before successfully backing up and turning away from the dilapidated barn, the headlights leaving it to the moonlight.

* * *

><p>Supernatural:<p>

Universals

* * *

><p><em>all due rights go to<em>

_the creators of "Supernatural"_

_the hit series on the CW_

* * *

><p>The sun went up on the desert, heat waving through the air like snakes.<p>

The dark blue Plymouth Valiant cruised past joshua trees and cactuses and dry red-dirt hills, the windows down, the ever-present music turned down so low it couldn't be heard over the wind. Liv drove with one hand on the wheel, leaning her head on an elbow she'd propped up in her open window. The wind whipped her hair out of her face, messy and unkempt, a comfortable dry temperature flowing over her bare arms. Her mascara was smeared under her eyes from driving all night without stopping and her thoughts seemed a million miles away, driving down the deserted highway. Vi slept soundlessly in the passenger seat, her head tucked in the corner between the headrest and her seatbelt.

A large green sign, "Big Water, Population ~2431," grew larger and then zipped past on the right side of the road.

Liv reached over and gently shook Vi's shoulder, "Hey, we're home."

Vi's almond eyes snapped open and she looked around, quickly taking in her surroundings before relaxing into a stretch and a yawn that made her throat croak. Her denim jacket fell off her arms. She winced as she adjusted her shoulder. "You drove all night?" she asked, sitting up.

Liv just shrugged, "I didn't feel like stopping. It's ok."

They parked on the curb outside a dingy white house with a red front door, the yard completely dust, the shrubs withered to skeletons, a line of graffiti scrawled across the boarded-up front window: _WITCH BITCHES. _

Without speaking, Liv and Vi climbed out of the car and grabbed their bags from the trunk, heading through the busted chain link gate and up the porch steps. As they were climbing, Vi picked a stray piece of straw that was dangling from Liv's ponytail. "Thanks," Liv said as she inserted a key, then a second, another and then one more, deadbolts sliding away noisily before the red door opened and they entered their house.

Vi immediately dropped her duffel bag onto an elaborate pentagram design drawn in spray paint on the floor and sighed, lifting her arms, "Home, sweet dumpy home..." She let her hands fall and slap her thighs, looking at Liv for confirmation of their 'dumpy' situation.

Liv didn't respond other than to walk around the stand-alone mirror facing the front door and straight into the kitchen. She heaved her bag onto the scrubbed-wood table, the shadows under her drooping eyelids haunting her wide cheekbones. Yawning, she went to the cupboard and grabbed a dusty glass, turning the tap in the yellowed kitchen sink. The water that first came out was rusted and brown, but after a moment, it cleared.

Vi plopped onto the sagging sofa, their last piece of furniture fit for sitting, "We seriously gotta get someone to live here for us. You know, keep it up while we're on the road."

Liv finished swallowing her rusty water with a disgusted twist in her mouth and unzipped her bag, "What kind of person is going to agree to live here and allow people like us to drop in whenever we feel like it?"

Vi shrugged, bright-eyed and open-mouthed, deer-in-the-headlights.

"I'll tell you what kind of person," Liv answered, pulling a hard-covered book from her bag and using it to point at Vi. "Crack-heads and creeps. People who are more likely to burn it down than keep it up."

"I was just thinking out loud," Vi blustered, letting her head fall back on the couch in frustration.

"Yeah, don't make it a habit."

Liv walked away, opening the sketchbook she held in her hands. Its unlined pages were inked from top to bottom, front and back. Sometimes, a detailed drawing or a cutout from a book would appear in the center of a page. Coming to a specific page, Liv paused at the backdoor and looked down at the symbol painted on the floor. The symbol in the book was exactly the same... except for one part was fading away a little. Liv grabbed the can of spray paint sitting in the window and painted over it heavily, precisely.

Vi watched from the laundry room, her arms folded, "You don't have that memorized yet?"

Liv didn't look around as she finished painting, saying, "好记性不如烂笔头." _(Chinese meaning "the palest ink is better than the best memory.")_

"You _know_ I don't know what that means." Vi rolled her eyes and left, waving a hand in dismissal. "I'm going to take a shower," she said over her shoulder as she disappeared down the hallway.

"Kay," Liv answered, her forehead wrinkled as she stared at another page in the book.

It was a full half hour of checking windows and painted symbols before Liv passed out on the couch with hay and dirt still in her hair, sticky sweat turning the dust on her skin into mud. The sketchbook was under her cheek, gathering a small patch of drool on its black cover.

No one would've guessed how young she was when she was awake, but now, as she slept, she looked the same age as Vi. Just twenty-one years old, crawling towards twenty-two at the same rate as anyone else on earth.

A strange man was watching her sleep from the other side of the room, his sharp-boned face passive. He was beanpole tall, with gold, curly hair and stunningly intense blue eyes. He stood with his hands deep in the pockets of his long black coat, wearing a dark gray, v-neck sweater and slacks and not looking the least bit affected by the heat seeping in through the windows.

A knock cracked on the door, three times.

Liv didn't quite wake up and Vi was still out of earshot.

The tall man was suddenly gone.

The knocking returned, sharper, and Liv slurred awake, pushing herself onto her hands and knees as she blinked and grimaced, stretching the kink in her neck. Glancing at her wrist watch, she saw that it was only eleven in the morning. They hadn't even been home for more than an hour.

The knocking became insistent as Liv got to her feet, and a yell made its way through the boarded windows: "This is the police! Please, open up!"

Liv raised her eyebrows. "Yeah, ok, I'm coming," she said loud enough to be heard as she pulled her ponytail free and shook her hair. The rest of the hay and wood-splinters fell out and a small cloud of dust puffed away. The tangles were impossible, but it looked slightly better over her shoulders, the shorter pieces framing her round face.

Before answering the door, she poured some water from a silver flask onto her hand, then placed it palm-down in a bowl of salt that sat just inside the door. Then she pulled the door wide, blinking innocently. "Hi," she said to the police officer.

"Ma'am," the officer nodded, smiling a little unsure. "We were notified of your arrival by the neighbor down the road, Mrs. Beiruse, and we just wanted to let you know that the investigation on your house has been officially back-logged. We would've called, but we didn't receive any confirmation from the numbers we have on file..."

Liv's eyebrows scrunched. "Investigation?"

"For the... graffiti..." the officer said uncomfortably, gesturing to _WITCH BITCHES_.

"Oh..." Liv sighed. "That. I thought we told you guys to drop it ages ago, focus on other stuff. We really couldn't care less about the paint. I mean, it _is_ still up..."

The officer stared, blinking.

Liv sighed again, then smiled. "Thanks for the information. Anything else I can do for you?"

"Uh, no… no, that should be all," the officer shook his head, with a puckered brow.

"Ok," Liv nodded, smiling in dismissal.

Hesitating just another second, the officer dragged himself out of his own thoughts and nodded, "Have a good day, miss."

"You, too," Liv responded and slowly shut the door, dusting the salt on her hand onto her jeans.

She watched through the boarded up window as the officer walked out to his dusty cruiser and slid into the drivers seat. She saw him talk into the radio in his car and look back at the house with a curious expression before he drove off.

"Who was that?" Vi asked as she walked down the hall, dressed in baggy gray sweatpants and a black Simon and Garfunkel t-shirt. Her long, dark hair was clean and shiny now, free flowing down her back almost to her waistband, and her make up was reapplied, black and heavy around her eyes and clear and glossy around her lips.

Liv turned, folding her arms casually across her chest, "Just some rookie cop, come to tell us the graffiti investigation has been taken off their list of things to do."

Vi _phfft _and waved it off, flopping back in her seat.

"Basically what I said," Liv smiled, shrugging. She stared across the room at the only decoration left in the entire house, a crocheted rendition of DaVinci's Last Supper. In their quest against the paranormal across the western U.S., the girls had begun to pawn off their grandparents worldly possessions, all except the couch (which pulled out into a bed), refrigerator, and kitchen table. The last non-essential memorabilia in the house was this framed, religiously-themed, loosely-weaved blanket their grandmother had made.

"Hey," Vi said, calling for Liv's attention and patting the couch next to her.

Liv sat and leaned back with her eyes closed, sighing in relief.

"Are you ok?" Vi asked.

"Yeah, m'just tired," Liv slurred, smiling.

"Ok, well," Vi said, getting to her feet, "I'm gonna head out to Georgie's and grab us some grub while you get cleaned up." The car keys jingled as she snatched them up.

Liv gave her sister a lightly worried look, but didn't get up, "Sure you don't want to wait for me?"

Vi glanced at her knowingly, then sighed and raised one hand, "I solemnly swear to not bring home stray puppies, whether literal or figurative, and I promise to get something animal friendly for the vegetarian."

Liv rolled her eyes and flopped onto her back without a comment.

Vi smirked and walked out the door, equally without comment.

* * *

><p>The bell above the front door at Georgie's Diner rang out happily, announcing Vi's arrival to the staff (and the other customers). The noise died, very noticeably.<p>

Vi paused mid-step as the door shut behind her and slowly removed her sunglasses, peering over the rims with her eyebrows raised. She looked around at the many faces turned her way, then glanced behind her, making a show.

It wasn't until someone behind the counter asked her, "How can I help you today?" that everyone turned back to their food and conversations.

Vi made a face that exaggeratedly displayed her discomfort, twisting her mouth, folding her sunglasses and hooking them into the collar of her t-shirt as she stepped up to the counter. "Hi, I'm just here to order some take-away."

"Alright. What can I get you?" the lady in a Georgie's t-shirt said, holding up a booklet and pen at the ready.

Vi smiled charmingly, "How about a ham-and-cheese sandwich, a veggie sandwich and an order of french fries, the biggest you got." She plopped into a stool to wait.

"Alright. Be out in about ten." The lady disappeared into the kitchen.

Vi leaned forward and put her elbow on the counter, her chin in her hand, very determinedly not looking around while she picked at a placemat.

* * *

><p><em>"Just call my name... I'll be there in a hurry... you don't have to worry... cuz baby there... ain't no mountain high enough... ain't no valley low enough... ain't no river wide enough... to keep me from getting to you, babe..."<em>

It was in the midst of Marvin Gaye and Tammy Terrell's duet that Liv got the last of the snarls out of her long hair, rubbing hair product into every inch of it and running her fingers through it from scalp to tips. Then she ran a bar of soap over her skin with military efficiency, scrubbing and massaging but careful to not tug on the necklace around her neck. The water wasn't the warmest, actually causing Liv to shudder every once in a while, but she remained under the spray through all of Bon Iver's "Skinny Love," just letting the water jet straight into her face.

She decided at the beginning of Patrick Swayze's "She's Like the Wind" that she couldn't take it anymore, climbing out to dry off and dress quickly in her dark jeans and plain maroon tank top. She'd finished tying her hair back into a braid and running mascara through her eyelashes before Swayze's song had faded out completely. Then, grabbing her iPod from the cracked countertop and pausing the playlist, Liv walked out into the hallway toward her tennis shoes in the living room.

She suddenly choked, her iPod clattered to the floor at her feet.

Eyes wide, she lifted her hand to her throat, unable to breath, and then glanced at her shoulder. A mark had appeared there, pulsing orange and yellow as if a metal sigil had been laid under her skin and was being lit up with electricity.

Still choking, Liv frantically scrambled through the house to a door, throwing it open and lurching down the stairs into the basement.

* * *

><p>Vi was driving back in the Valiant, tossing a fry into her mouth, when the hair on her neck and arms stood to attention. She let the bad feeling rock down her spine in a shudder, looking both queasy and confused for a second. Then her eyes widened and she touched her necklace. Clenching her jaw, she stomped on the gas, hitting the turns in the road so fast that clouds of dirt sprayed up.<p>

The Valiant's tire skidding on gravel, Vi haphazardly threw it into park still in the middle of the road and dove out the door, sprinting across the yard and up the steps, through the door. "LIV!" she yelled wildly, stopping in front of the mirror in the entry. "LIV!"

It was completely silent, sending more chills over Vi's skin. Liv's iPod lay on the hallway floor.

Vi hurried over to the still open door to the basement, chanting under her breath, "Please, please, please..." She sprinted down the steps in the dark, "please, please, please..."

At the bottom of the steps, she paused, panting. "Liv?" she whispered as she shuffled forward, the dark completely blinding after the desert sun outside.

With a rattling click, a single, bare bulb flared up and illuminated the concrete, windowless basement. Vi squinted, holding the chain to the light. Liv was facedown near the far wall, unmoving. Her hands were limp on an open iron shackle, it's chain set into the wall with a ring of symbols etched precisely around the entry point.

Vi warily stepped toward her sister, her eyes worried, "Liv?" When Liv didn't move, she hurried over the rest of the way and reached out, rolling Liv onto her back. "Liv? Are you ok?" She took Liv's head in her hands, smoothing the loose hair back from her face. "Liv?"

Liv's eyes snapped open, inked completely black, and her face twisted into a snarl.

Before Vi could realize the mistake she'd made, Liv attacked, screaming.

Vi fell back, Liv pushing her into the ground, each holding the other at arm's length.

"Where am I?" Liv snarled in a gargling voice that wasn't hers, staring down at Vi with solid onyx-black instead of brown irises surrounded with white. "How'd you summon me into this body?"

Vi's answer was to roll Not-Liv into the wall, smashing her head into it. In the small stunned moment of freedom, Vi managed to get the shackle around one of Liv's wrists. Then as Vi tried to scramble away again, Not-Liv regained her focus and reached out, grabbing Vi's hair. Crying out, Vi ripped away and crumpled against a wall out of reach, leaving Not-Liv with just a few strands of hair clenched in her fist.

Not-Liv tugged at the shackle, screaming in rage. Finding that she had no purchase, she threw her head back with her mouth wide. When nothing happened, she turned to Vi, teeth bared, "What is this? Why can't I..."

Vi didn't answer, ignoring her by all appearances, wincing when she touched her head.

"Wait... no..." Not-Liv gasped, her solid obsidian eyes widening. "You're... No!" She renewed her efforts to break the shackle, making the skin on her wrists bleed.

Vi pushed herself to her feet and hurried back up the stairs.

"Viola."

Vi paused in the basement doorway, blinking at the tall, shaggy-haired shape standing in the living room. "Remiel? What are you doing here?" She pushed past the man, who was still wearing his sweater and coat, his hair falling into his eyes.

"How can I help?" Remiel asked.

Vi went straight to Liv's duffel and pulled a water bottle from a side pocket, "You can't let it see you."

"Yes, I know you don't want word getting out that you have me on your side," the man said, nodding as Vi went into the living room and scooped the sketchbook off the couch where Liv had left it. "But can I get you anything? Can I help?"

Vi pushed her hair from her face, rubbing a large tear away impatiently, "No, Remi. Stay up here. I'll call when it's done." She went back downstairs.

And Remiel stuffed his hands back in his deep pockets, his shoulders hunched over. He didn't disappear like before, and he didn't sit down.

* * *

><p>Not-Liv threw her head back, wordlessly screaming with that same, gargling voice.<p>

Vi read from the sketchbook, uncompromising, "..._exorcizamus te omnis immundus spiritus, omnis satanica potestas, omnis incursio, infernalis adversarii, omnis legio_..."

Not-Liv straightened to glare directly at Vi, sweat and hair clinging to her face, blood dripping from her shackled wrist, "How long can little sister keep it up, huh? We gonna go all night? Bring it on, bitch!"

Vi didn't look up, "..._omnis and congregatio secta diabolica. Ab insides diaboli._.."

Not-Liv snarled and rattled the chain defiantly, "You think your sister's so tough, don't you, sweetheart? Big sister's your hero. You wanna be just like big sis when you grow up! I hear your sister _begged _for it to stop! Crying and howling like a dog! Squealing like a rabbit! She didn't even last a day before she..."

Vi squirted the water bottle into Not-Liv's face, causing the demon to writhe back, curling in on herself, shrieking.

Then Vi continued the exorcism in the same, dead voice, though her cheeks were wet, "..._Vade, Satanus, inventor et magister_, _omnis fallaciae, hostis humanae salutis._..."

"When you two finally get that gruesome death that's coming to you," Not-Liv growled, panting and hissing in pain, "Alistair has big plans for both of you and I'm looking forward to watching. Be sure to look for me in the front row..."

Vi finally finished the incantation and looked up, interrupting her, "What is your name, demon?"

"Screw you!" Not-Liv spat at her feet.

Vi sprayed the water bottle again to a chorus of ugly yelling. "What is your name?"

"Sweetheart, you're fooling yourself," Not-Liv chuckled, leaning her head tiredly back against the wall. "Both of you are. You think you're going to get away with whatever you're doing? Sooner or later you're going to soak up something bigger than you can chew, and that'll be..." she snapped her fingers, "curtains for you. The _FINAL_ finale to your terrible tale, deliciously bloody and oh-so permanent."

Vi lifted the water bottle again in threat.

"Alright! Alright!" Not-Liv called out, holding up her free hand in protest. "Montaine. My name is Montaine. Now exorcise me already."

Vi lowered the water bottle, looking down to turn to a certain page in the sketchbook.

"But don't think I'll be forgetting about this. Ever," Not-Liv threatened from under her hair in a low voice.

Vi didn't react, moving over to a table on the other side of the basement. Not-Liv watched warily as Vi picked up an earthenware pot with a lid, age-old Chinese symbols painted on it in what looked like blackened blood, as well a glass jar full of fresh blood and a long-handled paintbrush.

"The hell kind of exorcism is this?" Not-Liv asked as Vi walked back toward her with those strange items.

Vi still didn't answer, not looking up as she put the instruments on the ground outside of Not-Liv's reach. In broken Chinese, Vi recited from the sketchbook, "妖怪, 你是被放逐, 离开这个身体." (_Demon, you are banished, leave this body._)

As Vi was reciting this, Not-Liv began to look very uncomfortable, verging on being completely nauseous.

Vi leaned down, unscrewing the lid on the jar of blood. "这是现在在家," she continued in her stumbling Chinese as she dipped the paintbrush in the blood. "我命令你留在这里, 直到命令你离开." She wrote very clearly in all capitals the name MONTAINE along the lid of the earthen pot. (_This is your home now, I command you to stay here, until you're commanded to leave._)

With a series of violent spasms that shook her whole body, white foam and black smoke began to leak from Not-Liv's mouth, her inky eyes fluttering. The potent, too-solid smoke pooled around her lap.

Vi lifted the lid off the pot, throwing a little cloth baggy into it, and the black smoke began streaming into its depths, until it was swirling and churning like a mini pool of oily fog, around and around in the spherical prison. Vi replaced the lid, taking up the paintbrush and painting the seal around the lid heavily with the blood so that it dripped down the sides.

Liv's head lolled onto her shoulder, her hair hiding her face, and she silently fell against the wall behind her, completely limp.

Vi hurriedly lifted the earthen pot and ran it over the table. She gently placed it down and then laid a heavy cloth over it, tucking it in, before yelling, "Remi!"

The tall shaggy blond was instantly at Liv's side, undoing the bloody cuff with a flick of his finger. He waved a hand over her cut wrist, warm sunlight shining from his palm onto her skin; when he removed his hand, her skin was unbroken under the blood. The black mark on her shoulder had disappeared.

Vi dove to her knees beside Remiel and helped him lay Liv in the fetal position, asking, "How's she doing?" She pushed the hair from Liv's face, wiping at the foam still oozing around her mouth.

Remiel pressed his hand to Liv's forehead, his sharp-boned face tensing for a moment before he relaxed and leaned back slightly, sighing. "She'll be fine. It's routine for her now, isn't it, healing from these kinds of ordeals?"

"I'm not so sure that's a good thing, Remi," Vi chuckled darkly, humorlessly.

Liv stirred, breathing in heavily, her brow furrowing though she didn't open her eyes yet.

Vi leaned over her, saying in a soothing voice, "Hey, sis. I'm here. Just take it easy, kay?" She laid a hand on Liv's shoulder.

A small whimper escaped Liv's throat, a tear leaking from her tightly-shut eye as she curled in on herself.

Barely containing her own tears, Vi shifted around and lifted Liv to cradle her as best she could, being the same size and everything. Shaking, Liv did her part to twine around Vi, holding onto Vi's arms while her sister held her. Remiel moved to sit next to them, his hands wrapped around his knees, his face calm almost to the point of reverence.

"I'm so sorry, Vi," Liv hiccuped.

Vi shushed her, shaking her head. "You only get to say sorry when it's your fault, remember? Do I have to get a contract written up?"

Liv's crying got a little louder, which might've actually been laughter.

Vi only held her tighter, giving Remiel a reassuring smile.

* * *

><p>"Are you sure you want to go out?" Vi asked warily from the couch while Liv tied her tennis shoes.<p>

Liv sighed and stood, tucking her newly brushed and braided hair behind her ear, "Please don't make a big deal of this. I'm starved and could really use some 'normal' right about now. So, let's just go, ok?"

Vi looked Liv up and down. Remi had completely healed her body before he flew off (disappeared, more like, with a quiet rush of wings). There weren't even any scrapes from the encounter with the Nightmare in Idaho last night. Vi picked at the frayed hem of her sweatpants. "It's just I know how... _raw _you get after... being possessed, and with it being the second time this month..."

"What do you want, Vi?" Liv interrupted, "For me to break down again?"

"Sure, if you need to," Vi insisted.

Liv scoffed and threw her head back in exasperation.

"Are you being honest with me, Liv?" Vi asked. "Do youreally want to go out, or are you just trying to get me not to worry?"

Smiling gently, Liv walked over and grabbed Vi's wrist, wordlessly pulling her toward the door; weak as she was, she wouldn't have been able to pull Vi off the couch by herself, and they both knew it.

A few minutes later, the Valiant pulled up to Georgie's Diner, drawing the attention of not only the teenagers sitting at one of the outdoor picnic tables but also the patrons inside. A couple of kids actually stood on their chairs to look at them over the heads of an elderly pair in the window seat.

"People suck," Vi said bluntly from the passenger's seat.

Liv only smiled and opened her door, cutting the song "Listen to Your Heart" by Roxette off in the middle of the chorus. As she and Vi strolled across the street, she thrust her chin toward the teenagers and the picnic tables. "You remember sitting out there with Hannah and Zach?"

Vi _phfft_, "Sure, I do! We were out there every night that summer! What was that song you sang?" Vi nodded to the remembered beat. "_Don't. Give. Up. You got the music in you! _That one."

Liv laughed as she held to door open for Vi, "It's "You Get What You Give," by New Radicals."

"Right! Man, that was a good song," Vi said. "At least until you ruined it for me."

"What? How'd I ruin it?"

"Overexposure! You sang that tune all day long for weeks. _Weeks! _Even under your breath while I was trying to sleep..."

"Guess you could say I've never done anything half-assed," Liv joked, wiggling her eyebrows.

Before sitting down herself, Vi watched carefully as Liv reached up on her toes to sit on a barstool.

"Back again?" the lady behind the bar asked, calling Vi's attention back. "What'll it be?" She brandished her notebook and pen.

"A hamburger and a side of cottage-cheese for me," Vi said without thought. "And can I get a few extra slices of tomato on the side?"

"Alright, and for you?" the lady gestured to Liv.

Liv hesitated a minute, looking at the menus hanging behind the waitress' back. "I'll have the Caeser salad without the chicken and a plate of fries. You can keep the ketchup."

"Ok," the waitress answered with a raised eyebrow as she wrote it all down. "Anything to drink?"

The girls both reached into their pockets and pulled out their driver's licenses, saying together, "Beer, please."

The waitress chuckled, but eyed their birth dates all the same, before taking their order into the kitchen.

* * *

><p>The sun had gone down and other patrons had stopped rolling in on a regular basis about an hour ago, but Liv and Vi were still sitting at the bar while the staff slowly began preparations for closing, having nothing else to do.<p>

Liv's eyes were droopy while she leaned against the bar and stared out the windows, fiddling with the necklace around her neck. Her gaze was a million miles away, her mouth relaxed.

Vi glanced from the corner of her eye at her as she squashed one of Liv's remaining french fries into the plate with her thumb. "What are you thinking about?" she asked quietly.

Liv's gaze shortened, though her eyes remained on the windows, "I was just thinking about Mom."

Vi was silent as she flattened another fry.

"Do you think she knew about the stone, when she made these necklaces for us?" Liv asked.

Vi turned her head and looked at the stone in Liv's palm before pulling her own necklace away to glance at it.

Their identical necklaces were nothing fancy; the dime-sized pendants were just dull, dark-gray rock, tied securely to leather thongs at a length that would just hide the stone from sight under their shirts without getting in the way.

"I don't know," Vi pondered. "What was it that Mom had said about it?"

"She said it came from a holy mountain in China," Liv answered, spinning the stool to face Vi again. "The story is that our ancestor who immigrated to the U.S. brought it with them for luck."

Vi nodded, "Yeah, but I remember her telling me something about the day we were born..."

Liv chuckled, "That's actually what I was thinking about. Just a couple of minutes before we were born, Dad accidentally knocked the stone off the counter and it split clean in two. I'd always thought they made the necklaces as a joke for the 'twins' in the family, but I don't know... maybe Mom was a little superstitious?"

The girls looked back at their necklaces, wrapped up in their own thoughts for a moment.

"Here's the check, ladies," the step-in, teenage waitress said cheerfully, setting it between them. "You done with your plates?"

"Yes, thank you," Liv said, Vi nodding in agreement.

The waitress took their messy plates into the back without another word, smiling the whole while.

"I got this," Vi sighed, picking up the ticket, as she slid from her stool. She walked over to the register and their young waitress reappeared, hurrying over to help Vi pay; Liv leaned forward on the bar, chin in hand, smiling with affection as Vi began joking about 'dirty capitalists withholding raises for multi-tasking.'

Liv suddenly jerked, smacking her wrist on the underside of the bar. Then, sighing angrily and rolling her eyes as she rubbed her new bruise, she pulled her phone out of her pocket, answering it. "You've got Liv Faun." She listened for a minute, her face going from annoyed to dead serious in under a second. Her eyes flicked over to where Vi was still buddying up with the waitress, secretive. She lowered her voice, "我服从, 师父. 永远荣誉学会." (I'll obey, master. It's forever an honor to learn.) Then she quickly ended the call as Vi headed back across the diner toward her.

"You ready to go?" Vi asked, her mood brightened.

Liv smiled and nodded.

* * *

><p>Now in her pajamas, Liv stood silently in the dark, staring at the crocheted Last Supper again with her arms crossed, though now it was with a critical, scrupulous gaze.<p>

"We're gonna need jobs soon," Vi stated as she pulled the squealing couch apart, revealing the hide-away bed inside it. "We're down to a hundred bucks in the bank account and I ran out of cash back in Idaho yesterday."

"Yesterday," Liv groaned, walking over and flopping onto the bed. "Was it really only yesterday?"

Vi laughed bleakly and laid next to her, tidily twisting her unbound hair over her shoulder.

There was a moment of quiet breathing before Vi asked, "Seriously, though. What are we going to do about money?"

Liv swallowed, hesitating, "We... should probably sell the house."

Vi didn't react, staring.

"We don't take care of it, and the value is only going down..." Liv started to explain.

"You don't have to convince me that it's a good idea, Liv," Vi interrupted. "It's just... it's kind of... _final. _I mean..." She trailed off, staring at the sheets under her hands.

Liv snuggled closer, saying gently, "I think it's a decision we need to make. One foot in and one foot out isn't working..." She hesitated again. "Vi, I know we've already talked about this... but is this something you... you _want_? Running around in constant..."

"_Liv," _Vi said menacingly, her eyes narrowed.

"It isn't a choice for me, after everything that's happened, but you could still..."

"_Stop it, Liv."_

"I mean, you were so close to graduating before I woke up..."

"No, ok?!" Vi snapped. "It isn't a choice for me either! I've seen too much! I'd go insane if I tried to live normal after what I've learned is out there! I _told _you all of this already..."

Liv's mouth twisted ruefully, "One hopes..."

Vi shook her head, ruffling her hair against the pillow, "It isn't a choice. I'm with you forever, ok?"

Liv only smiled.

Vi watched her for a moment, then nodded solidly.

Both girls rolled onto their backs, staring at the ceiling.

Then Vi sighed, twining her hand with Liv's. "Life on the road, here we come."

Liv turned her head to catch Vi's expression, relieved to see that the wistful enthusiasm hadn't been faked.

* * *

><p>.<p>

* * *

><p><strong>My name is classic99lady00, I'm a Libra, I enjoy complex characters, in-depth conversation, and red wine. <strong>
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End file.
